Purpose -The goal of this research is to provide a model of how service firms respond to their environment by developing both different quality management (QM) practices and organizational learning. Design/methodology/approach -We review the different contributions to the study of the relationship between organizational learning and quality. Based on prior research, we propose a series of hypotheses concerning the influence in service firms of QM practices on organizational learning and the influence of the degree of implementation of the practices. Finally, we tested these hypotheses empirically using a sample of 127 service firms operating in the European Union. Findings -The results of the investigation reveal first, a strong relationship exists among organizational learning and QM practices. Second, we verified that the relations between different QM practices and between QM practices and organizational learning are stronger in service firms with a high degree of implementation of these practices. Finally, we have verified that, although QM practices have been derived from the experience of consultants and practitioners in manufacturing, these practices can be transferred to services. Research limitations/implications -The conclusions of this study may be subject to several limitations that suggest further possibilities for empirical research. First, survey data based on self-reports may be subject to social desirability bias. Second, the conclusions established by our study should be interpreted with care when generalizing, since we have concentrated exclusively on the service sector. Third, the cross-sectional nature of the research allows us to analyze only a specific situation in time of the organizations studied, not their overall conduct through time. Future research should place more emphasis on longitudinal studies. Practical implications -We have obtained a model of QM practices that encourages learning in service organizations, enabling directors to manage service environments while taking into account their unique characteristics. Originality/value -This paper identified a model of QM practices (Leadership, policy-strategy, people, processes and partnerships resources) that encourages organizational learning in service organizations.
Introduction
The environments in which entrepreneurial organizations develop their activities have changed substantially, both in the sector services and in the manufacturing sector. Globalization of industries, the presence of new commercial powers, greater sophistication of customers, deregulation and technological advances are some of the causes that require organizations to develop their activities in much more competitive and dynamic environments than in the past. To adapt to these new realities and lead transformation in their competitive environments, organizations must thoroughly revise their management practices. This need to revise their management practices but adapt to environments is accentuated in service organizations, due to the intangibility, heterogeneity, and perishable character of their products and to the inseparability of consumption from production. The simultaneous provision and consumption of services bring employees and customers physically, organizationally, and psychologically close, blurring the boundary between employees and consumers and enabling each to influence the other's perceptions and expectations. With intangible services, it is also difficult for customers to express precisely what they expect from the service (Oliva and Sterman, 2001 ). We, therefore, propose the following question: what should service firms do to create the future they desire?
One of the practices that organizations can use is learning to transform themselves into learning organizations (Qingyu et al., 2004; Wang et al., 2004; Wild et al., 2002; Gupta et al., 2004) . Meso et al. (2002) state that organizational learning has strategic significance to the sustainable competitive position of a firm. Thus organizational learning is seen as a complex process that includes the acquisition, sharing and use of knowledge, representing a true challenge for any firm, even more so for those working in the service context. Unlike manufacturing firms, which can rely on patented technologies or unique products, service firms gain their competitive advantage primarily through their ability to make use of their proprietary knowledge (Moore and Birkinshaw, 1998) .
Firms also can respond to the challenge by embracing a broad view of quality (Lindsay and Preston, 2000) . Quality is seen as a way of thinking about organizational management, as an alternative for improving the organization's performance and as a paradigm for change (Sitkin et al., 1994) . Although most of the exponents of quality management (QM) explicitly claim that QM is transferable to services, the precepts and practices have been derived from the experience of consultants and practitioners in manufacturing (Mandal, 2000) . The gurus focus their work primarily on manufactures, giving the application of QM in services only secondary attention (Adis, 2003; Davig et al., 2003; Llorens et al., 2003a, b; Silvestro, 1998) . This finding is not unexpected, as it reflects the historical origins of QM in the manufacturing environment. Without a throughput-oriented setting, the traditional quality inspection activities are more difficult to apply in the services industry, and these beliefs and values appear to have been brought forward into the contemporary practice of QM. Yong and Wilkinson (2003) found that, of companies that have been practicing QM for more than five years, the majority come from the manufacturing sector. Conversely many of the newcomers to QM have come from the service sector. In the implementation of QM, the differences between the sectors were also clear. Manufacturing companies seemed to dominate the use of many QM practices: collaboration with suppliers in quality efforts, cross-functional problem-solving teams. However, with the need to maintain a healthy financial structure, the service companies are also compelled to address quality issues (Lewis, 1999) . Although the service companies have lagged some distance behind the manufacturing sector, the QM philosophy is slowly being adopted in this sector.
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If we analyze the organizations that implement quality, we see that quality stimulates change, continuous improvement, and learning. Quality can thus be considered to be a management practice that enables the improvement of other management practices (Zhang et al., 2004; Llorens et al., 2003a, b; Arias and Molina, 2003) , such as organizational learning (Denton, 1998) . The purpose of this study is to analyze the relation between quality and organizational learning. In contrast to other studies in the literature, we concentrate on service firms, since it is common knowledge that manufacturing and service firms differ in their production, consumption and evolution. Further, although researchers are aware of the relation between quality and learning, little attention has been paid to the benefits that firms have obtained by implementing QM practices in their operational, management, and strategic processes and in organizational learning. For this reason, we seek to analyze the influence of the degree of implementation of QM practices on organizational learning.
The aim of this paper is to show that developments in QM practices in organizations can make a contribution within a wider framework of organizational learning. The underlying theoretical argument is that QM practices can be used to achieve a much wider range of benefits than those of quality per se. First, we review the different contributions to the study of the relationship between organizational learning and quality. Based on prior research, we propose a series of hypotheses concerning the influence in service firms of QM practices on organizational learning and the influence of the degree of implementation of these practices. We then present the data and methods used to carry out an empirical exploration of the hypotheses. Finally, we present the main conclusions and limitations of our research.
Organizational learning and quality Although the goals, perspectives and some characteristics of design are different for QM and organizational learning (Hodgetts et al., 1994) , most researchers highlight the strong connection between the two fields (Tan et al., 2003) . Some even argue that no true QM occurs without organizational learning (Chiles and Choi, 2000; Ittner et al., 2001; Senge et al., 1994) .
The relation between QM and organizational learning has been analyzed in two lines of research. The first analyzes whether it is possible to create an organization with quality that is not an organization capable of learning. Practice shows that it is theoretically possible to begin a quality program without taking into account learning disciplines, but when we begin to explore the subject in greater depth we find that these disciplines are necessary (Senge et al., 1994) . The second line of research attempts to show that learning is an output of QM implementation (Ittner et al., 2001) . Denton (1998) , for example, analyzes QM as an initial phase in the development of organizational learning. Garvin (1993) argues that QM represents some operational definitions for the learning organization that give practical significance to each step of the process; specific guidelines, procedures and tools for effective management; and some well-developed metrical measures by which to assess improvement processes.
Other authors, like Sitkin et al. (1994) , propose two complementary forms of QM, termed quality control (QC) and quality learning (QL), which share the same underlying precepts fundamental to QM but translate those basis precepts into very different sets of operating principles that are better attuned to the specific requirements of the different situations they address. For example, QC stresses continually Quality management process enhancing the degree to which an organization is able to efficiently and effectively exploit a firm's existing capabilities and resources, where the key is to enhance control. In contrast with QC's emphasis on cybernetic control, QL stresses improvement in learning capability, which includes effective identification of new skills and resources to pursue, the ability to explore these new arenas, the capacity to learn from that exploration, and the resilience to withstand the inevitable failures associated with such exploration.
Other authors argue that many of the precepts and principles of QM as established and developed critically over the past decade can be used to nurture the development of organizational learning. Chiles and Choi (2000, p. 200) state that "organizational learning is linked to the theoretical underpinning of QM through customer focus, continuous improvement, teamwork and adaptation in dynamic markets". Thus a critical QM-based culture can quickly and effectively use contingent workers as sources of new learning. Supplier development and customer focus in increasingly fragmented markets have led to virtual organizations as sources of new knowledge from different geographical locations. In summary, organizations that already have an established critical organismic QM culture can readily adapt their efforts to enhance organizational learning within the firm without fundamental change (Spencer, 1994) . Thus by means of different QM practices, we can promote organizational learning. Therefore, QM practices relate to organizational learning in a number of beneficial ways.
First, QM practices are consistent with a number of different learning orientations within service organizations. These orientations can be classified as vocational, academic, personal and social (Beaty et al., 1997) . The contributions from QM practices include helping to build a suitable foundation for establishing organizational learning and directly contributing to the learning orientations identified (Tan et al., 2003) .
Second, QM practices have synergy benefits, for they contribute to transferable skills (communications; group work; personal, interpersonal and organizational skills; teaching and training; learning; information gathering; problem solving; language; information technology and entrepreneurship) within the framework of organizational learning (Ittner et al., 2001; Chiles and Choi, 2000) .
Third, QM practices offer service organizations the opportunity to learn about their strong and weak points, about what "excellence" means for the organization, how far the organization has advanced toward excellence, how far it still has to go and how the organization compares with others.
We could conclude from this research that learning constitutes not only an impulse toward QM in the organization but also, in many circumstances, a genuine requirement. At the same time, an organization that values learning cannot close itself to the lessons of QM. As Stata (1989) indicates, improvements in quality are a vehicle for accelerating learning in the organization. If the development of knowledge has often been described as a process of using analogies and metaphors to transfer what is known from a more developed area of knowledge to another area that is less familiar and less well-known, we should not doubt that making an analogy between the process of vision of quality and a process of knowledge will give us the foundation on which to construct an intelligent organization.
Although the importance of the service sector cannot be denied, most studies have concentrated on analyzing the relation between QM and organizational learning in manufacturing rather services. The current investigation extends earlier research to service organizations (Wee and Gutierrez, 2005) . If service organizations possess an appropriate system of organizational learning, they benefit primarily from their ability to manage their knowledge, assimilate new knowledge, build new knowledge through the interaction of professional employees and disseminate knowledge effectively throughout the firm (Moore and Birkinshaw, 1998) . This fosters QM in the organization (Senge et al., 1994) . In contrast to manufacturing firms, where organizational learning enables the production of products for sale in the marketplace, the knowledge learned in service firms is itself part of the service (Thompson et al., 2001) . Further, services are perishable, since they must be consumed as they are produced. If a service is not consumed when it is available that service's capacity is lost. This inseparability demands that particular attention be paid to the need to synchronize supply and demand, which requires a closer relation between organizational learning and QM to improve the distribution channels, differentiated price tactics, development of complementary services, etc.
Model and hypotheses
The literature review shows that service organizations committed to quality can obtain synergy benefits in other areas, especially in organizational learning (Gelle and Karhu, 2003; Tan et al., 2003; Ittner et al., 2001; Chiles and Choi, 2000; Hodgetts et al., 1994; Sitkin et al., 1994; Spencer, 1994) . Thus organizations should change and recognize this opportunity, no longer treating QM and organizational learning as two separate alternatives. However, the literature has paid little attention to the fact that QM practices can produce much wider benefits than quality in organizational learning in service firms.
An exhaustive analysis of the principal QM practices shows the existence of a significant interrelation with organizational learning. Thus, one of the key QM practices, the leadership style that supports the organization's members, is closely linked to learning. To promote organizational learning, quality and innovation, a transformational leadership is needed that will tackle the intellectual-capital-based new economy (Senge et al., 1994) . This leadership allows the organization to learn through experimentation, communication, dialogue, personal mastery and the process of organizational knowledge creation. Organizational learning, therefore, requires strong commitment and support from the management (Lei et al., 1999) .
Implementing a QM strategy, another of the QM practices, is also related to a customer-focused vision, a way of learning from outstanding companies, an expression of caring for employees, a means of removing the barriers to achieving quality, and a measurement plan -key aspects of organizational learning (Hackman and Wageman, 1995) .
This QM environment also requires QM practices related to people. The supervisor and managers must educate their employees so that knowledge can be accumulated in the organization (Wang, 2004) . They must also promote the teamwork that plays a central role in the development of learning inside service firms, bridging organizational and individual learning and enhancing knowledge flows between teams or individuals in a team (Marquardt, 1996) . Likewise, whether the organization manages resources and capabilities effectively and efficiently influences how the organization protects and exploits intellectual property, knowledge and innovations (Eisenhardt and Martin, Quality management process 2000) . Last, we should not forget the QM practices related to management processes. The management processes provide a common language throughout the firm for the way processes are performed in the organization, facilitating the transfer of knowledge between different groups concerning objectives, requirements, or borrowing from the processes that have been implemented and thus involving an increase in organizational learning (Hoopes and Postrel, 1999) . These management processes involve, first, learning about the realization of processes carried out by the organization and, second, learning about ways to improve work processes and performance (Dean and Evans, 1994) to satisfy the needs of clients. Likewise, managing financial and information resources and managing suppliers help to organizational learning. The way the organization ensures that everyone has the appropriate information to do their job and that relevant information is readily accessible on the basis of needs will increase organizational learning. Further, the relations with providers oriented to the long term enable the development of common knowledge that helps to increase organizational learning (Postrel, 2002) . The theory of resources and capacities finds that sustainable competitive advantages are not achieved through the strategic utilization of any one resource, but through the bundling and revitalizing of multiple, distinctive firm resources and competencies in order to create valued outputs capable of becoming sustainable competitive advantages (Galunic and Rodan, 1998; Teece et al., 1997) . According to this framework, the key to establishing sustainable competitive advantage lies in the firm's abilities to bundle competencies and resources in order build competitive advantage.
We can thus definitely affirm that the awareness of service firms with QM and the implementation of a combination of practices related to it facilitate the process of learning and better use of knowledge within the organization. It is clear that people inherently want to learn and develop. However, this inclination is fragile and can be undermined by social systems that create fear and defensiveness. Further, even though the inclination to learn is built in, people also require tools and coaching if they are to express that inclination in their work behavior. QM practices create good learning environments, both by minimizing fear in the organizational culture and by providing members with a rich and diverse set of learning tools (Hackman and Wageman, 1995) . This leads us to establish the following hypotheses: H1. QM practices will positively relate to organizational learning in service organizations.
H2. The greater the degree of implementation of QM practices in service organizations, the greater the interrelation between these different practices and the promotion of organizational learning.
Methodology
Sample
The sample of firms was randomly selected from the Duns and Bradstreet 2000 database, which includes the biggest companies of the service sector operating in the European Union. Drawing on our knowledge about key dimensions in this investigation, previous contacts with interested managers and scholars, and new interviews with five managers and six academics interested in the topic, we developed a structured questionnaire to investigate how service organizations face learning and QM issues.
IMDS 105,8
We decided to use the managers as our key informants, since they receive information from a wide range of departments and are, therefore, a very valuable source for evaluating the different variables of the organization (Govindarajulu and Daily, 2004) . They also play a major role in forming and molding these variables by determining the types of behavior that are expected and supported (Beheshti, 2004) . In addition, the same types of informant were chosen, since this means that the level of influence among the organizations is constant, which increases the validity of the variables' measurements.
Surveys were mailed to the CEOs of the 920 randomly selected service firms along with a cover letter. We mailed each quality manager who had not yet responded three reminders. Hundred and thirty-two quality managers finally answered the questionnaire but, because of missing values, only 127 questionnaires were included in the research. The response rate was 13.8 percent (Table I) . We did not find significant differences between the respondents and the sample or between early and late respondents. Nor did we find significant differences based on the size of the organization. Further, since all measures were collected in the same survey instrument, the possibility of common method bias was tested using Harman's one-factor test (Scott and Bruce, 1994) . Common method variance does not appear to be present.
Measures
After reviewing the contributions of quality gurus (Deming, 1986) and empirical studies of the practices necessary for QM implementation (Black and Porter, 1996; Prybutok and Custshall, 2004; Vorkurka, 2001; Rao et al., 1999) , we identified five common QM practices: leadership, policy and strategy, people, partnership and resources, and processes. As Silvestro (1998) indicated, the review of the service management literature suggests that the management quality practices are highly relevant to services, although the concepts are developing and evolving in different ways in the service literature.
Grounding our work in studies by Rao et al. (1999) and Black and Porter (1996) , we developed the scales for measuring QM practices. A Likert-type five-point scale (1 indicates "very low", 5"very high") was used for CEOs to indicate the degree of implementation of previous QM practices. First, we measured leadership on a scale composed of four items. These items refer to how leaders develop and facilitate the achievement of the mission and vision; develop quality values required for long term success and implement these values via appropriate actions and behaviors; and are personally involved in ensuring that the organization's QM system is developed and implemented. Second, policy and strategy were measured with a five-item scale to (Bose, 2004; Hurley and Hult, 1998) have measured learning within organizations. Due to the fact that there is a closer link with our research that they reflect the different prior trends well, and that the scale's validity was verified in detail, we used the first two items from the scale developed by Kale et al. (2000) . These items were duly adapted to the present study and two additional items included that were formulated following the theoretical overview. A Likert-type seven-point scale (1"totally disagree", 7"totally agree") was used, made up of four items for CEOs to express their level of agreement or disagreement for the time-scale of the past three years on the items the appendix. We validated our scales, and the results showed that the final scale was unidimensional and had high reliability (organizational learning a ¼ 0:906Þ:
Model and analysis
The LISREL 8.30 program was used to test the theoretical model. Figure 1 shows the basis of the model proposed. We take leadership (j 1 ) as the exogenous latent variable (variable not explained by any other variable in the model); policy and strategy (h 1 ) and partnerships and resources (h 2 ) as the first-grade endogenous latent variables (variables explained only by exogenous latent variables); and people (h 3 ), processes (h 4 ) and organizational learning (h 5 ) as the second-grade endogenous latent variables (variables explained by endogenous latent variables).
Likewise, we used regression analysis to verify the relations previously analyzed in the LISREL, differentiating between service organizations with high and low degrees of implementation of the practices to confirm that the former favor the relations between different QM practices and promote organizational learning, while the latter do not. To do this, we divided the sample into two groups of firms. The first group is composed of service firms with high degrees of implementation of QM practices (QM practices higher than the mean (3.4)) and the second group of service firms that have low degrees of implantation of QM practices (QM practices lower than the mean (3.4) ). Finally, we carried out a series of t-tests for equality of means among service organizations with high and low degrees of implementation of QM practices to analyze whether there are significant differences concerning the practices of quality and organizational learning.
Discussion
This section presents and discusses the main results of the study. First, structural equation modeling (Bollen, 1989 ) was performed to estimate direct and indirect effect IMDS 105,8 using LISREL with the correlation matrix as input. Figure 2 shows the standardized structural coefficients.
With respect to the quality of the measurement model for the sample (Table II) , the constructs display satisfactory levels of reliability ða ¼ a Cronbach . 0:7; ranging from 0.86 to 0.90), compound reliabilities ðcompound reliability . 0:7; ranging from 0.86 to 0.91) and shared variance coefficients ðshared variance . 0:50; ranging from 0.54 to 0.69). Convergent validity (the extent to which maximally different attempts to measure the same concept agree) and discriminant validity (the degree to which one construct differs from others) are achieved among all constructs.
The overall fit measures, the multiple squared correlation coefficients (R 2 ) of the variables, and the signs and significance levels of the path coefficients all indicate that the model fits the data well (e.g. Relative fit index . 0:9; Adjusted goodness of fit index . 0:9; see Table III). In Table III , we analyze how organizational learning is affected positively and significantly by QM practices. There is a series of indirect and positive influences on organizational learning on leadership (0.34, p , 0:001Þ; policy and strategy (0.18, p , 0:001Þ; partnership and resources (0.15, p , 0:05Þ; and people (0.13, p , 0:05Þ: To calculate indirect influence, we multiply the coefficients of the relationships (see Bollen (1989) (leadership, policy and strategy, partnership and resources, people, and processes), processes and leadership show the greatest influence on organizational learning. Second, we contrast how organizations with a high degree of implementation of QM practices, unlike those with a low degree of implementation, foster interrelations between different QM practices (leadership, policy and strategy, partnerships and resources, people, processes) and promote organizational learning. Different regression analyses were performed to analyze the relations previously contrasted in the LISREL, differentiating between both kinds of organizations (those with high and low degrees of implementation of QM practices). The results can be seen in Table IV . A series of tests (e.g. tolerance, variance inflation factor) for each regression model showed the non-presence of multicolinearity (Hair et al., 1999) .
The results reflect that, for organizations with a high degree of implementation of QM practices, there are significant relations between policy and strategy (dependent variable) and leadership ðb ¼ 0:710; p , 0:001Þ; between partnerships and resources (dependent variable) and leadership ðb ¼ 0:588; p , 0:001Þ; between people (dependent variable) and leadership ðb ¼ 0:344; p , 0:001Þ and partnerships and resources ðb ¼ 0:433; p , 0:001Þ; between processes (dependent variable) and policy and strategy ðb ¼ 0:346; p , 0:001Þ; partnerships and resources ðb ¼ 0:259; p , 0:01Þ and people ðb ¼ 0:229; p , 0:05Þ; and, finally, between organizational learning (dependent variable) and processes ðb ¼ 0:200; p , 0:05Þ: For organizations with a low degree of implementation of QM practices, none of the previous relations was significant Figure 2 (Table IV) . Thus, these parameters are significant in organizations that have implemented QM practices but not in those that lack them or have a low degree of implementation, supporting H2. This shows that service organizations with a high degree of implementation of QM practices have a greater interrelation between their practices, enabling greater organizational learning, either directly or indirectly. Finally, we carried out a t-test for equality of means among organizations with high and low degrees of implementation of QM practices to analyze whether there are significant differences concerning practices related to leadership, policy and strategy, partnerships and resources, people, processes and organizational learning. The results of these tests can be seen in Table V . For each construct, the table provides the mean score, the Levene's test for equality of variances and the t-value. We observe significant differences between all the constructs, which demonstrates the differing impact of these constructs based on the degree of implementation of QM practices, which supports H2. In short, it can be seen that the mean scores of these practices for organizations with a high degree of QM implementation are higher than those for organizations with a low degree of implementation.
Management implications
One of the goals of this paper was to obtain conclusions that would help the managers of service firms. In an era of globalization, deregulation and the increasing competition in markets, organizations must seek different alternatives to increase their competitiveness and obtain competitive advantages. After reviewing the literature, we identify two alternatives that managers can pursue to achieve their objectives. First, organizations are implementing QM, which provides them with a series of mechanisms to achieve competitive advantages that are difficult for the competition to imitate. Second, another alternative organizations are pursuing is to promote the dynamic capability of organizational learning as a motor to drive continual renovation. Such a learning organization has a structure that permits it to become a center of learning and to satisfy the changing needs of its customers, thanks to this faculty of learning.
In the search for alternatives to increase competitiveness and obtain competitive advantages, this paper proposes the joint consideration of quality and learning, i.e. the managers of the service firms should implement systems of quality that will lead to greater learning in the organization. For this to occur, the manager should be aware that the foundation for this greater learning is the leadership performed by managers in the QM process, which facilitates learning. Likewise, managers should encourage QM practices in human resources, such as participation and teamwork, which help to identify, develop and maintain learning. They should also define a policy and strategy based on QM, since this will lead to continuous improvement and thus continuous learning together with the improvement of processes. Finally, partnerships and resources help us to evaluate efficacy in the management of information and learning and the effective execution of processes, supporting policy and strategy.
Conclusions
Firms, both service and manufacturing, are immersed in environments that are increasingly competitive and dynamic, creating the need to revise and seek management practices that enable them to obtain competitive advantages and maintain them in the long term. This process is more important in service firms due to their specific characteristics. Our study was, therefore, aimed at finding empirical evidence to support the relationship between QM practices and organizational learning as practices that service organizations can use in a combined form in order to guarantee their future. Our work leads us to the following conclusions. First, the results of the investigation reveal that a strong relationship exists among organizational learning and QM practices. Leadership, policy and strategy, partnerships and resources, people and process can be considered a nexus of practices that form QL (Sitkin et al., 1994) and enable the building of a suitable foundation for establishing organizational learning in service firms. Thus leadership provides intellectual stimulation, individualized consideration, and inspirational motivation. It is the idealized facilitator of learning capability. Likewise, the practices of people enable us to evaluate how learning and people's competences are identified, developed and maintained. Our evaluation of the fulfillment of policy and strategy enables us to obtain information concerning the measures of performance as regards research, learning and creativity. Partnerships and resources help us to evaluate efficacy in the management of information and learning and the effective execution of processes, supporting policy and strategy. Finally, the information obtained from the processes carried out within the organization decreases the risk perceived by those who have to learn, for they make the firm's problems more visible and accentuate the differing efficiency of different processes the firm performs, thereby facilitating the search for more efficient processes.
Second, we verified that the relations between different QM practices and between QM practices and organizational learning are stronger in service firms with a high degree of implementation of these practices. These service firms obtain greater Quality management process organizational learning, which will enable them to obtain a competitive advantage with respect to service firms that have not implemented QM practices or that have a low degree of implementation. These differences are accentuated in the service sector, where firms gain competitive advantage primarily through their ability to make use of their proprietary knowledge (Moore and Birkinshaw, 1998 ).
In conclusion, we have verified that, although QM practices have been derived from the experience of consultants and practitioners in manufacturing, these practices can be transferred to services. In this way, we have obtained a model of QM practices that encourages learning in service organizations, enabling directors to manage service environments while taking into account their unique characteristics. The results of the research show that, in order to improve profits and obtain competitive advantages, service firms need a high degree of implementation of QM practices. These practices will enable them to encourage greater organizational learning, making it possible to obtain better results, increase the capability for innovation and learn from the organizational changes in their environment. This will increase the possibility of achieving successful change, adaptation and adjustment to the environment.
The conclusions of this study may be subject to several limitations that suggest further possibilities for empirical research. First, survey data based on self-reports may be subject to social desirability bias. However, an assurance of anonymity can reduce such bias even when responses are related to sensitive topics. The low risk of social desirability bias in this study was indicated by several managers who commented at the end of their questionnaires that it made no sense at all for their companies to go beyond regulatory compliance. Still, the responses are subject to interpretation by individual managers. Second, the external validation of different variables from the archival data of a subset of respondents increased confidence in the self-reports and reduced the risk of common method variance (Sharma, 2000) . Further, as discussed earlier, the possibility of common method bias was tested using Harman's one-factor test and did not appear to be present (Scott and Bruce, 1994) .
Third, the conclusions established by our study should be interpreted with care when generalizing, since we have concentrated exclusively on the service sector. In firms from other sectors, the results may be different. Fourth, the cross-sectional nature of the research allows us to analyze only a specific situation in time of the organizations studied, not their overall conduct through time. Future research should place more emphasis on longitudinal studies. In addition, contact with reality will allow the researcher to combine his or her experiences and intelligence and to draw more trustworthy conclusions about these activities.
Finally, other questions related to the subject analyzed here could become the object of additional research and discussion. Our research has analyzed leadership, policy and strategy, partnerships and resources, people and processes and their influence on organizational learning. However, other QM practices (teamwork, cooperation with suppliers and clients) should also be taken into account and how they affect organizational learning analyzed. It would also be interesting to contrast our research with other studies of similar characteristics with information supplied by different levels of management and by employees in all the organizations (these studies have obtained additional information from different levels of management and employees in some organizations, confirming the non-existence of significant differences between the research variables).
Indicate the degree of your disagreement or agreement with each statement by circling a number from 1 to 7 (1"Totally disagree", 7"Totally agree")
Organizational learning
(1) The organization has learned or acquired much new and relevant knowledge over the last three years. (2) Organizational members have acquired critical capacities and skills over the last three years. (3) The organization's performance has been influenced by new learning it has acquired over the last three years. (4) The organization is a learning organization.
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